Professor Michael Steven Levine (Mike for friends and family) has touched many lives as a teacher, scientist, mentor, and colleague. For over 50 years, Mike has been sculpting the careers and personalities of hundreds of basic scientists, neurologists, neurosurgeons, teachers, lawyers, and other professionals. Most of his students have developed successful careers and always remember him as a cherished mentor and friend. It is not surprising that former students and colleagues
routinely come back to him for advice and guidance. Beloved by his students and respected by his peers, Mike's contributions to science are only eclipsed by his contributions to academic life at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA). Mike's career as a teacher began in parallel with his research and it is difficult to tell which part of his job he loves more. For 50 years, he has taught a myriad of undergraduate and graduate students. His pedagogic skills are unsurpassed. Former students never forget his graphic demonstrations about how the basal ganglia work to orchestrate movements. We vividly recall one of Mike's talks at a Gordon conference where he clearly explained electrophysiology to a diverse audience with little experience in these techniques. To explain electrophysiology to a layperson or even to a scientist not versed in the field is not an easy task. But Mike could make it simple and understandable, and after his talk everyone felt they were expert electrophysiologists. During the discussion, someone in the audience said, "You chose the wrong profession, you should have been a preacher". Fortunately for us, he became a scientist.
After obtaining his Ph.D. degree in Physiological Psychology (1970) This work represented a heroic effort, and Mike rose to the challenge. Intracellular recordings were made much simpler when in vitro slices became the technique of choice to study striatal neuron properties and synaptic connectivity. Fully aware of the advantages of this technique, Buchwald's lab moved in that direction and Mike played a very important role. By that time (in the mid-1980s), Mike had become full professor and was the de facto leader of the lab.
Without being overly demanding, he always managed to get the best out of the postdocs working in the lab. His knowledge of mechanics and electronics allowed him to become a trouble-shooting expert.
When postdocs had a problem with electronic noise, Mike was there to fix it. In every aspect, he is a problem solver.
It is difficult to single out which contributions from Mike's lab have had the most impact. Besides unraveling the functional connectivity of the striatum with other structures and opening new roads to study development and aging in the striatum, a number of discoveries will always be associated with his name. One of them was helping disentangle the complex and diverse ways by which dopamine (DA) modulates MSN excitability and glutamatergic neurotransmission. Mike also has been a pioneer in HD research. Soon after Gillian Bates generated the first transgenic mouse model of HD in 1996, Mike's lab jumped at the opportunity to unravel MSNs' intrinsic and synaptic alterations. Contrary to the prevailing belief that glutamate transmission along the corticostriatal pathway should be increased in HD, his lab found that there is a disconnection between the cortex and the striatum with disease progression, which renders MSNs susceptible to degeneration. However, the changes were shown to be biphasic-early increases in glutamate transmission when overt symptoms start followed by late decreases at the fully symptomatic stage. Cognizant of the importance of using novel techniques to survive in a very competitive field of study, Mike's lab has always strived to implement state-of-the-art techniques to advance knowledge.
The application of optogenetic and calcium imaging techniques was instrumental to a better understanding of altered excitability and connectivity of cortical and striatal neurons in mouse models of HD.
Scientific rigor and originality have been the key ingredients that allowed Mike to be funded by a number of agencies throughout his successful career. Likewise, the more than 250 articles published in peer-reviewed journals attest to his devotion for science.
Research and education are already demanding and full-time jobs but somehow Mike has found time to perform a large number of administrative duties. As his career progressed, he served as Associate We can say that Mike Levine is a scientist's scientist. If you look at labs investigating the inner workings of the basal ganglia in the United States and around the world, almost invariably you will find a connection to Mike. He has taught hundreds of basal ganglia scientists how research should be conducted. As Casey Cromwell writes in his tribute to Mike, "Primary investigators leading research teams should mirror Mike Levine's efforts in climbing the mountain of scientific inquiry by performing analyses at different levels." If just a few words had to be used to describe Mike, we would say scientific and personal integrity. However, we believe that most valued by students and friends is Mike's fairness and generosity. Almost as admirable is the fact that even after reaching the pinnacle of his career, he has always remained humble in his achievements. People frequently ask when Mike is going to retire. We can say not any time soon. He is still very much involved in every aspect of scientific inquiry going on in his lab and is always on top of the literature.
On the occasion of his 75th birthday and 50 years as a scientist and teacher, a small sample of pupils and friends joined forces to dedicate this special issue (SI) to Mike's accomplishments. This is a collection of original papers, reviews, commentaries, and reminiscences. Original papers and reviews are loosely organized into three large themes, basal ganglia connectivity and normal func- Changes in striatal synaptic plasticity also occur during aging.
John Walsh (Leonard Davis School of Gerontology, USC, Los Angeles, CA) offers a historical perspective of Mike's contributions to the field, and also an insightful view of the ravaging effects of aging on corticostriatal plasticity. Aging affects the striatum; MSNs reduce in size, lose spines, synaptic plasticity decays. Nonetheless, some people defy aging and Mike is one of those rare cases. Although we all agree that aging is detrimental for learning and memory, in Mike's case we can say that, for some mysterious reason, his synapses are intact and perhaps even strengthened. Jim Surmeier talked about the coexistence of "smart" and "dumb" synapses in the striatum. But in Mike's case, we can agree that all his synapses are really smart.
Closely related to the aging process, Alzheimer's disease affects millions worldwide. A little-known fact is that the basal ganglia play a role in dementia. Damian Cummings, Karina Vitanova (University College London), and collaborators highlight the fact that the basal ganglia participate in functions beyond motor control. This Special Issue (SI) closes with a number of commentaries and reminiscences from collaborators and close friends of Mike, including Scott Chandler (UCLA), Dave Sibley (NIH, Bethesda), Ed Stern (Bar-Ilan University, Ramat Gan, Israel), Leslie Thompson (UC Irvine) and others. We hope these contributions satisfy the high standards that
Mike always expected.
Finally, we would like to acknowledge Eric Prager, Chief Editor of JNR, for continuous support and for making possible the publication of this SI in honor of Mike Levine. We also thank the reviewers who provided critical comments and suggestions to improve each manuscript, as well as the efforts of the editorial staff at JNR.
Happy 75th Birthday Mike, and many more!
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